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Legislature’s handling hurts Santee Cooper’s standing

Politically motivated bill damages the utility’s
ratings and hits the Upstate in the pocketbook.

By Heith 0. Munson

Chy Mav 3, Standard & Poor's,
ane of the country’s leading rat-
ing agencies of business credit-
worthingss, downgraded Santee
Cooper 43outh Carolina's state-
owned electric utility) to "Nega-
tive." The downgrade of Santee
Cooper (which tradidonally has
enjoved very favorable radngs
from all three nanonal rating
agenciest was attriputed to the
pending Senate Bill 373, which
passed the S.C. Senare last
month and passed the 5.C
House last week.

Stapdard & Poor's specifical-

ly complained about provisiens

that would change the currenmt
board membership and load the
bogrd with co-op representa-
tives and other customer repre-
sentatives, creating a “fox
guarding the henhouse” situa-
ticn. It is openly conceded that
the meoovaton behind the bill is
Lo undercut the governor's at-
tempt to have Santee Cooper

provide a better return o the
people o South Caroling, as
was contemplated when Santee
Cooper was established 71
yEars ago.

Unfortunately, Standard &
Poor's strong negative reaction
anly touches the dp of the ice-
berg of this Titanie legislation
It addicion, Senate Bill 573 neg-
atively impacts Santee Cooper
in the following wavs: 1) Dhe-
fines the “best interests” of San-
tee Cooper (a state agencyl in
1erms of the interests of the co-
op, industrial and other custom-
ers: and 2] gives esch custom-
er, whether damaged or not,
the rght to sue any indvidual
Sanree Cooper board member
for any alleged act inconsistent
with running Santee Cooper [or
the benefit af the co-op, indus-
tal or other customer, and al-
lows for up to a 350,000 penal-
ty from each of 11 board mem-
bers, payable directy 1o the
compluning customer, for each
instance {plus attommey feesd
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Keith D
Munson, a
lawyer in
Greenville, i
the Santee
Cooper board
member for
the 4th Con-

- gressional
District. He worked on Gov.
Mark Sanford’s campaign
and served on his ransinon
team.

It & hard 1o beligve that the
garrie  Legislature that  just
passed husiness and medical
tor1 reform could even imagmne
this legislation. It will spawn
endless nuisance lawswits by
competing customers jockeying
1o toke personal advantage of
Santee Cooper and will likely
put Santee Cooper under con-
stant coert supervision. Be
cause Santee Cooper will reim-
burse the Lable directors land
pass the cost back to s rate-

payers), iL will in essence oper-
ate 25 a lottery, whare many
customers will pay an award o
the customer who s quickest Lo
file 5wt .

S how should Santee Cooper
be governed? In 1834, the Gen-
eral Assembly passed legisla-
tion creating the South Caroling
Public Service Authority (San-
tee Cooperl. The State lever-
aged its gquota of New Dheal
money to get federal asmstance
to buld the Santee Cooper Hy-
droelectric  Project “so that
electricity could be provided for
the rural areas of thestate.”

“In 1936, less than 2.3 per-
cent of the farms in South Care-
lina had electncity.” ("History of
Santee Cooper 1934-19847 by
Walter B, Edgar, p. 11). By
1944, more than 93 peccent of
South Carolina’s rural residents
had elecirical power o bGght
ther homes. Today, Santee
Codper's onpginal predominant
purpose o provide access 1o
electricity for South Carclina
residents has been universally
achugved.

lis remainng  purpose in-

cluded providing benefits 1o the
state as @ whole. When the
General Assembly passed the
enabling act to create Santee
Cooper, it set up the stale as
the sole owner, Specifically, the
act states, “The Sputh Carclina
Public Service Authority is &
corporation, completed, owned
by ind to be operated for the
benefit of the people of this
Srate.” (58-31-110, 5.C. Code).
Santee Cooper's tax-exempl
status has been estmated 1o
equate [0 approximately 350
mullion @& vear in lost tax reve-
nue to the State of South Cars-
lina. To make up for this, the
General  Assembly required
Santee Cooper pay o the state,
“all net earnings thereof not
necessary or desirable for the
prudent conduct and aperation
of its business ... to the State
Treasurer for the general funds
of the State and shall be used 1o
reduce the tax burdens of the
people of this State.” (5B-31-
110, S.C. Code). For the past
25 yeurs or 50, the amount paid
to the state has generally been
lirnited to 1 percent of Santee
Cooper's  revenues  (approx-
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mately $10 million}.

This is significant to the Up-
state because the burden of the
lost tax revende (about 40 mil-
lion per vear, or 51 bilhon sice
1979} is generally shified to-
ward Greenville in order tor the
Lowcoumry and coastal resi-
dents and businesses 1o enjoy
cheaper electricity. Senate Bill
573, which virtually tums over
Santee Cooper 1o the co-op,
residential and commercial cus-
pomers, will ooly magnify the
fact that the state's largest sin-
gle asset {assers valued at about
55 pillion) is being increasingly
co-opted toward the coast.

Greenville has been lament-
g the pending loss of House
Speaker David Wilking as the
champion of Upstate causes.
Hopefully, Speaker Wilkins has
the epergy b0 champion one
more cause for the Upstate and
cally the local delegatons in the
House in order to block radbca-
tion of Senate Bill 573 and
chart & course for demanding
that Santes Cooper be more re-
sponsive 10 0ts sharehclders —
all the people of South Carob-
Md.




